The Optimum Learning Relationship 


“Use the Force, Luke,” was a reminder to release the mind from 
the concentration camp of the intellect and its well-armed defenses. 
Flow is this state of the beginner’s mind, where “mind” or “attention” 
expands naturally throughout the entire body and beyond, inviting the 
unknown to express its intelligence, in and through us, right now. 

Our goal is to apply the principles of “state-specific learning and 
performance” (being in the Zone, Flow and original Play), to parent- 
ing and to education. Years of research from diverse fields reveal a 
dramatic new approach to human development. Extraordinary is built 
into every cell of our body. Optimum is nature’s baseline for learning, 
performance, and wellness. Miracles happen every day when resis- 
tance to learning, peak performance and well-being is reduced or elimi- 
nated. Optimum is completely natural. It is easy, as easy as child’s 
play. In fact, it is play. 


Original Play—The Optimum State 


The Intelligence of Play 

Battling the Evil Empire and life-and-death bouts with swords are 
dramatic. They are exceptions to the normal run of life. Being in the 
Zone, that Optimum Learning Relationship, means being fully aware, 
alive, and engaged in this precious moment and all its relationships. 
And what do most animals and humans do when they feel safe and 
nurtured, when they are in the state of Flow? They “play” hide-and- 
go-seek, chess, cards, and baseball. They play with the dog, pretend, 
and ponder. Play is not the activity however; play is a state, a unique 
quality of relationship. 

What we do in the play state changes with our age and stage of 
development. Michael Jordan has this special relationship with bas- 
ketballs. Writers and poets have playful relationships with words. Mu- 
sicians play with sounds. Singers and actors play with emotions. 
Einstein played with ideas. Children play with anything they can, and 
especially with the people they love. Nature set aside all of childhood 
to explore and develop this unique and very special relationship called 
play. 

Play states are now seen as the major driving force in the develop- 
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Anxiety can 

only breed anxiety. 
Anxiety is the one 
condition intolerable to 
us. And thought gener- 
ated by anxiety, even 
though the impulse is 

to escape anxiety, will 
always relate to, and 
have inherent within, 
that anxiety. Isolated 
thought can’t give unity, 
and only in unity are we 
free from anxiety... 
When our eye is on 
error, we become that 
error. Like attracts like. 


Error produces error. 
Bond of Power 


Play is the foundation 
of creative intelligence, 
but like any intelligence, 
it must be developed, 

in keeping with nature’s 
model imperative, the 
child who is played with 
will learn to play. The 
child who is not played 
with will be unable to 
play and be at risk on 
every level. 

Evolution’s End 


Magical Parent - Magical Child 


ment of higher brain function. The greater the intelligence of the spe- 
cies, the more they play. The greater the skill of the player in nature, 
the larger and more intricate is their brain. Human play, like the play 
of animals, is necessary for optimal brain development, socialization, 
flexibility, and adaptability. Real play is how real learning and real 
development takes place. It is that simple. John Douillard describes 
the importance of original play and its affect on the performance of 
elite athletes. 


If you talk to elite athletes, and I’ve coached many of them, they 
say the same thing. “My best race was my easiest race.” When 
Roger Bannister broke the four-minute mile he said, “The world 
seemed to stand still. I felt like I was running slow. I felt no pain 
and no strain.” And he was running faster than any man alive. 
When Billy Jean King was at her best, she would transport herself 
beyond the turmoil of the court to a place of total peace and calm. 
Look at the Tarahumara Indians who run 75 to 150 miles a day, and 
kick a little ball the whole way; it’s a game. After running a 26-mile 
run, they finished with blood pressures lower when than when they 
started. Their breath rate was what we would consider normal at 
rest, and they were running an 8-minute mile pace the whole way, 
at high altitudes. To them it was fun, a way of life. One hundred 
fifty miles in a day is a lot of activity but their experience is one of 
calm. They love it so much that they slip easily and naturally into a 
place to where peak performance flows automatically. It’s not 
stressful. It’s not work. It’s play. 
Personal Interview 
John Douillard 
Author, Body, Mind & Sport 


Play As Learning 

Most adults have it backwards. They think that learning is serious 
and that play is unimportant, a waste of time. True play optimizes and 
expands learning, performance, and wellness. Other states; concen- 
tration, competition, the pressures imposed by rewards and punish- 
ments, limit growth to predefined patterns. Learning becomes me- 
chanical, rote, and conditioned. The intelligence of play is lost when 
relationships become automatic, reflexive. 

Intelligence embraces. It is amovement toward wholeness and well- 
being. Play takes the lid off learning by returning the body and mind to 
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their natural order. Resistance is reduced, opening possibilities few 
have ever imagined. 

The adult mind has been adulterated, contaminated by years of 
conditioning. With the best of intentions, adults impose this condition- 
ing on children. Adults worry. Is my child measuring up to standards? 
Is he or she sitting up, learning to walk, talking, riding a bike, hitting 
the ball, dancing as well as other children? Does my child have what it 
takes to pass the SAT? Comparison, competition, rewards, and pun- 
ishments place false and unnecessary limitations on learning and per- 
formance, crippling true development. 

The Zone, that optimum state of flow, occurs naturally when all 
three levels of the brain—thought, feeling, and action—are focused 
on a particular activity. This complete attention cannot occur if we 
feel threatened in any way. Are we being graded? Will we measure up 
to standards? Are we to be punished or rewarded? 

Competition prevents optimum learning and performance. We can 
not gather and focus all our attention. We think, I’d better do this; 
and if I can’t, P’ l catch it, Pll be a failure, a loser. I’ll be punished or 
rejected. Fear and conflict prevent the body from acting on its own 
wisdom. We are a house divided against ourselves and there is no 
health in us, no wholeness. As a result, no concentrated learning or 
performance can take place. When we feel safe, thought, feeling, and 
action are free to playfully explore our universe. Real learning takes 
place in what Maria Montessori called “the absorbent mind of the 
child.” Children given a safe and nurturing setting simply absorb their 
universe. They absorb it and become it, and they do this through play. 


Authentic Play Defined—wWell Almost 

Itis difficult for many adults to appreciate the importance of play. 
Most adults lost touch with this magical state years ago. Before ex- 
ploring how play transforms our approach to parenting and to educa- 
tion, let’s look at this optimum state from three perspectives, that of 
educator/researcher, scientist, and explorer. 


The Researcher 

In 1990 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi published Flow, the Psychology 
of Optimal Experience. The book summarizes decades of research 
on the most positive aspects of human experience—joy, creativity, 
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Play develops 
intelligence, integrates 
our triune nature; 
prepares us for higher 
education, creative 
thought, and helps us 
prepare for becoming 
an effective parent when 
that time comes. Play is 
the very force of society 
and civilization, and a 
breakdown in the ability 
to play will reflect in a 
breakdown of society. 
Evolution’s End 


Play is the universal 
characteristic in all the 
young of all higher 
species. Because the 
economy of nature rules 
out random or wasted 
action in the formative 
period, the child’s 
driving intent to play all 
the time must logically 
be a major part of the 
biological plan. 

Magical Child 


Magical Parent - Magical Child 


the process of total involvement in life and its relationships. The author 
explains: 
Optimal experience is an end in itself... it is a self-contained activ- 


ity, one that is not done with the expectation of some future benefit, 
the doing itself is the reward. 


Flow lifts the course of life to a different level. Alienation gives 
way to involvement, enjoyment replaces boredom, helplessness turns 
into a feeling of control, and psychic energy works to reinforce the 
sense of self, instead of being lost in the service of external goals. 
When experience is intrinsically rewarding, life is justified in the 
present, instead of being held hostage to a hypothetical future gain... 
The solution is to gradually become free of societal rewards and 
learn how to substitute for them rewards that are under one’s own 
powers. 


Concentration is so intense that there is no attention left over to 
think about anything irrelevant, or to worry about problems. Self - 
consciousness disappears, and the sense of time becomes distorted. 
An activity that produces such experiences is so gratifying that 
people are willing to do it for its own sake, with little concern for 
what they will get out of it, even when it is difficult or dangerous. 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 

Flow, the Psychology of Optimal Experience 





Most parenting and education models are based on conditioning, 
external rewards, and punishments. These control strategies reduce 
learning and performance to predetermined patterns. Learning be- 
comes reflexive, repetitive, mechanical. A predetermined response to 
fresh challenges lacks the dynamic flexibility of true intelligence. Con- 
ditioning introduces potential failure, the implied threat of possible pub- 
lic humiliation and censure. With conditioning, the optimal experience 
found in real Play, Flow, or the Zone is denied. 

Truly great performance is achieved when the body, mind, and emo- 
tions are in complete alignment, when total participation in the experi- 
ence is its own reward, when we are psychologically free of defensive 
doubts and anxieties—all of which unfold naturally when one feels 
related and safe. 


The Scientist 
David Bohm knew very well that creative inquiry, which is the 
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heart and soul of science, is play. 


The essential activity of science consists of thought, which arises 
in creative perception and is expressed through play. This gives 
rise to a process in which thought (and experience) unfolds into 
provisional knowledge, which then moves outward into action and 
returns as fresh perception and knowledge. This process leads to 
continuous adaptation of knowledge, which undergoes constant 
growth, transformation, and extension. Knowledge is therefore not 
something rigid and fixed that accumulates indefinitely in a steady 
way, but is a continual process of change. Its growth is closer to an 
organism than a data bank. When serious contradictions in knowl- 
edge are encountered, it is necessary to return to creative percep- 
tion and free play, which act to transform knowledge. Knowledge, 
apart from this cycle of activity, has no meaning... When creativity 
is made subservient to external goals, which are implied by seeking 
rewards, the whole activity begins to degenerate. 
David Bohm, Ph.D. and F. David Peat, Ph.D. 
Science, Order & Creativity 





Play creates a new and flexible relationship with experience and 
with knowledge. Knowledge never becomes absolute; is never un- 
yielding. This includes all the theories, beliefs, ideas, images, and opin- 
ions we have about ourselves, and others, especially our children. 
Knowledge, including our beliefs about parenting and education, be- 
comes “provisional.” Being temporary constructs, rather than fixed 
and absolute, the knowledge we gather in play is constantly open for 
renewal. As Bohm described: Knowledge then moves outward into 
action and returns as fresh perception and knowledge. This pro- 
cess leads to continuous adaptation of knowledge, which under- 
goes constant growth, transformation, and extension. 


The Explorer 

O. Fred Donaldson, Ph.D., a play explorer, educator, and author 
of the Pulitzer-nominated book, Playing By Heart, describes the 
unique quality of relationship found in optimum experience. 


Original play is both an all-embracing vision of reality and a prac- 
tice of kindness which permeates all of one’s relationships. To play 
in this way is to be in touch and to be touched deeply by our au- 
thentic human nature and the natural world. Original play culti- 
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Insight seems a 
“grace,” which is freely 
given rather than made 
by our effort. Einstein 
spoke of his insight 
arriving like a flash of 
lightning which, though 
they lit up the landscape 
of his mind for only an 
instant, forever after 
changed its landscape. 
The only thing which 
can change the nature 
of our thought is an 
energy more powerful 
than thought. 

Bond of Power 


Anxiety is not 

some passing emotional 
disturbance, but a 
biological imbalance 
flashing in its danger- 
to-survival signals. The 
result of anxiety is (in a 
technological society), 
an increased demand 
for the production of 
technological 
“advances” to “extend 
our powers” and so 
relive that anxiety. This 
creates a neat, double- 
bind vicious circle since 
the end-result is always 
greater loss of personal 
power, more anxiety 
and more demand for 
further gimmickry. 

Bond of Power 


Magical Parent - Magical Child 


vates an ever-renewing sense of enchantment and engagement 
with the world. It develops calmness, awareness, and a flexible 
ability to handle stress, surprise, or challenges without aggression. 
This play develops radically different behaviors than those encour- 
aged by the dominant contest culture. The response is deeper, more 
universal, and authentic. When we are in this state of original play, 
the limitations of our cultural identity drop away. Original play is 
truly an ecological intelligence. The sensitivity this play develops 
needs to be understood and integrated into all aspects of family, 
community, and professional life. Discovering the intelligence of 
play opens once again the genius of childhood most of us lost long 
ago. 
O. Fred Donaldson, Ph.D. 
Essay on Play as Belonging 


The Mystic 
We began our exploration with Michael Murphy’s description of 
transcendent experiences in sports. 


The great seers of the contemplative traditions have explored the 
inner life more deeply than most of us, and they have opened up 
spiritual territories that we may or may not enter. But many ath- 
letes and adventurers have followed partway, however inadvert- 
ently, through the doorways of sport. 

Michael Murphy, Rhea A. White 


In the Zone, Transcendent Experiences in Sports 





The state we call Play, the Zone, or Flow is transcendent. Play tran- 
scends the current set of boundaries we find ourselves in, at any age, 
stage or activity. The goal is always to reach beyond, to expand the 
limitations of known boundaries. To do so we must leave behind or at 
least temporally suspend the boundaries imposed by our social and cul- 
tural identity. Optimum Learning Relationships are transcendent. Being 
free from the blinders imposed by our conditioning—personified as 
personal identity—the quality and nature of all relationships expand. 
When the boundaries of “me” expand or disappear—that center which 
we defend so passionately—what remains is our true nature, vast and 
indescribable. O. Fred Donaldson describes this experience as belong- 
ing. The educator and philosopher J.Krishnamurti, close friend of Bohm, 
described this mystical absence of this defensive self-image as choiceless 
awareness, true freedom and real intelligence. 
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When you are completely attentive, there is no self, no limitation. 
Krishnamurti, Washington DC, 1985 


When you give complete attention, with all the energy that one has, 
fear completely disappears. 
Krishnamurti, Ojai, California, 1981 


So long as there is a center [a self image] creating space around 

itself there is neither love or beauty. When there is no center and no 

circumference, then there is love. When you love, you are beauty. 
Krishnamurti, Freedom From the Known 





When you see the extraordinary beauty of the earth, its rivers, 
lakes, mountains, [or your child], what actually takes place? At that 
moment the very majesty of the mountain makes you forget your- 
self. You don’t exist, only that grandeur exists. Beauty is, where 
you are not. 

Krishnamurti, Madras, India 1982 


The children were playing about, but they never looked at that 
lovely spring day. They had no need to look, for they were spring. 
Their laughter and their play were part of the tree, the leaf, and the 
flower. You felt this, you didn’t imagine it. It was as though the 
leaves and the flowers were taking part in the laughter, in the shout- 
ing, and in the balloon that went by. Every blade of grass, the 
yellow dandelion, and the children were part of the whole earth. 
The dividing line between man and nature disappeared; but the 
man on the race-course in his car and the woman returning from 
the market were unaware of this. Probably they never looked at 
the sky, at the trembling leaf, the white lilac. There were carrying 
their problems in their hearts, and the heart never looked at the 
children or the brightening spring day. The pity of it was that they 
breed these children and the child would soon become the man on 
the race-course and the women returning from the market; and 
the world would be dark again. Therein lay the unending sorrow. 
The love on the leaf would be blown away in the coming autumn. 

Krishnamurti, The Only Revolution 





Safe Enough To Play 


The Safe Place 


Freedom implies safety. The greater the sense of safety, the greater the 
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As any botanist 

or biologist (or 
gardener) will tell you, 
an organism threatened 
continually in its early 
formative period tends 
to reproduce quickly. 
The child’s nature gets 
the message that we are 
not long for this world, 
so lets make sure at 
least our species 
survives. Thus sexual 
maturation speeds up 
dramatically. A group of 
medical doctors in 
upstate New York found 
a direct correspondence 
between early menses, 
television viewing, and 
general stress-anxiety. 
Thus upwards of 24% of 
American female 
children, seven years of 
age, now develop 
breasts, begin menses at 
eight, and pregnancies 
are now epidemic at 
nine. The same sexual 
precocity takes place in 
boys. 


The Biology of Transcendence 


